Characteristics and treatment of patients with heart failure in the emergency department.
This study was conducted to develop a detailed profile of patients who come to the emergency department for heart failure treatment. Patient interviews were supplemented by medical record reviews in a convenience sample of 57 participants. A structured interview guide included data concerning patient characteristics and ED treatment. Participants used a variety of self-care strategies before coming to the emergency department. Many of the patients studied (25%) reported barriers to medication adherence, such as memory problems and lack of knowledge regarding self-administration. The most frequently reported symptoms were breathing difficulties (88%), chest discomfort (35%), and fatigue (16%). Seventy-four percent of the participants were classified as specific activity scale class III or IV, indicating moderate to severe functional limitation. Mean quality of life at the time of interview was 5.1 (on a 1 to 10 scale). Length of stay was < or = 2 days for 33%. A number of the findings of this study have implications for ED nurses. For example, almost one third of the patients studied had not received directions for a low-sodium diet during hospitalization, when fluid volume overload with sodium retention was the most common cause of hospitalization in a study of patients with decompensated heart failure. Hospital lengths of stay of no more than 2 days suggest that early detection and treatment of acute heart failure may reduce the need for ED visits for some patients. Patients need education and support with self-help strategies and need to better understand the administration of their medication.